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The Panamanian congress has ratified the constitutional amendments that formally dissolved the
country's armed forces, making Panama the second nation in Central America, after Costa Rica, to
abolish its army. Panama lived under military rule from 1968 to 1989, the year that the armed forces
were dismantled following the US invasion that ousted military strongman Gen. Manuel Noriega.
On Oct. 4, after a week of intense debate, Panama's legislature voted 53 to 11 to ratify a series of
Constitutional amendments that do away with the country's armed forces.
The reforms had been approved in 1993 by the previous congress during the administration of then
president Guillermo Endara, but had to be ratified by the subsequent congress to become law. The
Panamanian military forces (Fuerzas de Defensa) ruled Panama for 21 years, beginning in 1968
when a military coup overthrew the democratically elected president, Arnulfo Arias. The army was
subsequently dismantled in 1989 after the US invasion unseated Noriega, who is now serving a 40year prison sentence on drug trafficking charges.
The National Police have served as the country's main security force since that time. Many
Panamanians were concerned that the legislature, which is dominated by members of Noriega's
former political party, the Partido Revolucionario Democratico (PRD), would refuse to ratify the
bill outlawing the armed forces. However, the PRD deputies followed the lead of President Ernesto
Perez Balladares, who brought the PRD back to power in the May general elections and who
supported the dissolution of the armed forces.
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